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Chapter 1: Rain 


A smartphone dropped at my feet with a loud thunk. 

The sound of it hitting the floor made the woman in a 
suit sitting beside me jerk her shoulders in surprise. 

I immediately picked the smartphone up and handed it 
to the woman. 

"Oh, thank you." 

"It's fine... If you're sleepy, you should put your phone 
in your bag." 

She smiled sheepishly at my response and, with a nod, 
put her smartphone away in her bag before hunching over 
Slightly and closing her eyes again. 

Our unexpected conversation came to an abrupt end, 
allowing me to listen to the sound of the train clattering 
down the rails and the rumbling of the air conditioner 
through the train car once again. 

As the train swayed, I occasionally found myself 
experiencing a strange feeling. 

There were dozens of people who didn't know one 
another packed into this tiny space, sitting side by side; we 


were spending time in each other's company, yet we never 


took any interest in each other's affairs. We never paid any 
mind to who the people sitting next to us actually were. 

We were strangers who had come together in this 
shared space. We boarded the train at our respective 
stations, saw each other for a moment, then got off at 
different places again; places that our fellow passengers 
didn't know about. 

This was a perfectly normal occurrence, but imagining 
it in concrete terms left me with an indescribable feeling. 

If I was acquainted with everyone on this train, would I 
care about who was getting off where, or what their 
destinations were? 

I was continuing to ponder on the subject, swaying 
along with the wobbly train, when a plainly-dressed man 
standing in front of me quietly muttered, "Oh... It's 
raining." 

"Huh?" 

My voice escaped my lips, and with a small cough, I 
also turned around to look out of the window behind me. 

Raindrops had started pattering against the window. 

I held back a frustrated click of my tongue. The sky had 
definitely looked overcast and full of dense clouds all 
afternoon, so I'd been expecting some rainfall, but I didn't 


think it would start pouring down before I arrived home. 


I checked the weather forecast on my phone every 
morning, and if rain was forecast, I would pack a folding 
umbrella in my bag. Today of all days, however, I'd 
overslept and completely overlooked it. 

I didn't want to risk getting my suit wet, so if the rain 
wouldn't ease off by the time I reached my local station, I'd 
have no choice but to buy a plastic umbrella. 

I happened to look up and find that the plainly-dressed 
man standing in front of me was also scowling out of the 
window. 

I wonder if he forgot his umbrella, too. Perhaps he was 
going to buy an umbrella at his nearest station as well. Or 
would he get wet on his way home? Would someone be 
waiting for him there? I hoped someone would be there to 
greet him. They could bring him a towel, and he could 
make it through the day without catching a cold. 

The extent of my thoughts suddenly amused me. 

I was simply imagining all of this. I didn't know the first 
thing about this man. 

I let a breath out through my nose. It's a bad habit of 
mine that once a peculiar thought entered my head, I 
would go down an endless rabbit hole about it. 

. till. 


I looked out the window once more and saw that it was 
raining more heavily. 

For some reason, I found myself hoping that no one on 
the train would catch a cold. 

oK 

“Whoa... It's raining way too hard now." 

When I arrived at my station, the sound of water 
gushing down was so loud that I almost felt like I was 
behind a waterfall. It was bucketing down. 

"Argh!" 

I stopped by the small convenience store that was 
attached to the station, but they'd already sold out of 
umbrellas. 

"Oh well. I guess everyone else needed one, too..." 

I poked my head out from the roofed area once more to 
check how much it was raining, but it was still intense. It 
was lashing against the ground with such force that each 
droplet was bouncing back up with a noisy splash. 

I wasn't sure whether to stand there and wait for it to 
die down a little or sprint to the taxi stop. I stared up at the 
sky as I pondered on this dilemma, so I was slow to notice 
that someone was approaching me. 

"Is something the matter?" 

"Wha-!" 


This sudden voice made me divert my gaze from the 
sky, and I found a uniform-clad high school girl with her 
umbrella open standing in front of me. 

"This rain's really something." 

"Y-yeah..." 

"You left your umbrella at home, so I came by to see if 
you were all right." 

"Oh, right." 

I saw that in addition to the umbrella she was holding 
open in her right hand, the black umbrella that I always 
used was resting in her left. 

“Don't you have something to say to me?" 

The corners of the schoolgirl's mouth turned upwards 
with those words. She then passed me the umbrella in her 
left hand. 

This brat... She'd gotten pretty cheeky. 

I mentally clicked my tongue in disdain, then took the 
umbrella she had offered me and responded. 

“Thanks, Sayu." 

“Heh, good job." 

She nodded with a self-satisfied expression on her face, 
which quickly gave way to a foolish grin. 

"Let's go home. Dinner's ready." 


"Sure." 


I opened my umbrella and stepped out from beneath 
the roof of the station, at which point I was instantly 
greeted by the noisy pattering of heavy raindrops striking 
the umbrella overhead. 

The thought of how I would have got drenched in this 
rain if Sayu hadn't come sent a little shiver down my spine. 

Then, with a sidelong glance at Sayu walking beside 
me, a deeper thought came to me. 


This roommate of mine was surprisingly thoughtful. 


I first met Sayu on the day my crush of many years shot 
me down, and I had got really drunk over it. 

For reasons unknown, Sayu had run away from her 
home in Hokkaido and made her way all the way here to 
Tokyo, and had been overstaying her welcome with all sorts 
of men. 

Further still, she let them use her body in 
compensation for her stay: the worst method of payment. 

She tried to use the same approach with me, but I 
didn't have an iota of interest in high school girls. Even so, 
I wasn't going to just toss her out on the street, so I let her 
stay with me on the condition that she would do all the 


housework. And yet... 


"I figured you'd be a bit tired since it's the weekend, so 
I added a little extra seasoning." 

"Oh, okay..." 

I watched Sayu put the pot of miso soup back on the 
burner with a ladle in her hand. She looked to be in her 
element, and it left me at a loss for words. 

She was supposed to be a high school girl in Hokkaido, 
with her youthful beauty, thoughtfulness, and good looks. 

I frequently had my doubts as to just what she was 
doing at my place at all, staying with a man who was of no 
blood relation to her, but as I'd been the one that gave in to 
her, there was nothing I could say. 

And so once again, we find ourselves ending the day 
together, in our codependent relationship. 

It was a Somewhat complicated situation, and yet it felt 
comfortable at the same time. 

As I somewhat pensively took a sip of miso soup, our 
eyes met; I caught her peering at me. It wasn't uncommon 
for us to lock eyes during meals, but there was something 
different about her gaze today. She seemed more timid. 

",..What is it? Something wrong?" 

I asked. Sayu, who was clearly waiting for this 
question, began shifting her gaze conspicuously. Then, she 


suddenly sat straight in a formal way. 


"Mr. Yoshida." 

“Wh-what's with the sudden formality?" 

Sayu's relaxed face, which usually showed a carefree 
smile, had suddenly turned solemn. I braced myself, 
expecting something terrible to happen. 

Something like her cornering me in only her 
underwear. 

When this girl's mind was set on something, she 
couldn't stop herself from going through with it. 

While my mind was slightly abuzz with concern, Sayu 
drooped her head toward the floor and placed her hands in 
front of her in a deep bow. 

“Please let me get a part-time job." 

My mouth hung agape for a moment. 

In the next instant, I exhaled a puff of relief. 

"That's all this is about?" 

“Whaddya mean, 'that's all'?!" 

"Sure thing." 

“Whaddya mean, ‘sure thing’... Huh? Are you sure?" 

"I said 'sure thing,' didn't I?" 

"Simple as that, huh..." 

Seeing Sayu's mouth pop open dumbfoundedly as she 
lifted her upper body from her bowing stance made me 


snicker. 


“Was it that serious a request?" 

"It's... It's just we'd agreed that I'd do the housework 
for now." 

As soon as I heard her reply, my eyes naturally drifted 
toward the room I slept in. 

There wasn't a speck of dust anywhere. The bed I 
always left in a mess after getting up had been tidied, and 
all of the clothes that would've been strewn about if I were 
still living alone had been neatly put away in the closet. 

To be honest, she did the housework to such a high 
level of perfection that you could almost say she took it a 
step too far. 

Besides, although I was impressed by the number of 
chores she did, it also made me realize something all over 
again. And that was how small my place was. 

If I lived in a giant mansion, it would be an entirely 
different story, but with a place this size, it was only natural 
that you'd run out of things to do if you were to do your 
chores every day. Even the laundry for the two of us only 
required a daily cycle of our underwear. In fact, doing the 
wash every day for such a small amount would be a waste 
of water. I was certainly thankful that she did the cleaning, 
and for having a freshly vacuumed floor every day, and the 


more frequently she vacuumed, the less dust accumulated. 


There was no need to clean the same spots over and over, 
just to make sure. The daily upkeep had made cleaning 
every day less necessary. 

"It's not like there's tons of housework for you to do 
every day, is there? I can tell that you've been having a 
tough time finding things to do recently." 

“Ugh... You caught me." 

"Super-caught you." 

With all that time and no housework to do, all Sayu had 
to amuse herself with were the books and comics I bought 
her a while back and her smartphone for surfing the web. 

I did think it was almost time to make her get a job, so 
it was pretty convenient that she came out and suggested it 
first. 

"B-but.... might fall slightly behind with the 
housework." 

"That's still a hundred times better than if I still had to 
do it myself." 

Sayu scratched the back of her head shyly at my reply, 
then gave a simple smile and muttered, "Thanks." 

Recently, the needless reservation that Sayu originally 
had around me had faded, and I noticed that she was 


actually thanking me for things more often than she had 


before. From my perspective, this made me as happy as 
could be. 

"Do you have your eye on anywhere in particular?" 

"Yep. That convenience store near here." 

"Oh yeah... Family Market." 

"Yeah, that one." 

Family Market was a convenience store, no more than a 
five-minute walk from my place. I'd appreciate its close 
distance, which meant that I could more easily deal with 
any problems that could arise. 

However, having never worked any part-time jobs in 
high school myself, one question stood out in my mind. 

“Don't high schoolers need their parents' permission to 
get a job?" 

"Uhh, I don't think so. Only if it's something dangerous 
enough to put your life at risk." 

"Is that right? So you don't need a signature or 
anything?" 

“Probably not." 

Sayu's words made me let out a small sigh of relief. If 
she was right, then there wouldn't be any trouble involved. 
If she did need a guardian's permission for anything, I'd 


probably have to pretend to be one. That would most 


definitely be considered a crime, so I wouldn't be able to 
grant her permission to do the job. 

"Are you going to go for an interview there soon, then?" 

"Yep, I will." 

“Then we'd better buy some clothes to wear for it." 

"Uhh, isn't my uniform good enough?" 

Sayu said as if it were the obvious choice. I frowned in 
response. 

"Obviously not. Your uniform has _  Asahikawa- 
whatchamacallit-High written on it." 

"Well sure, but they won't know where that is." 

"It'd be pretty easy to find out. Plus, they'll immediately 
be able to tell that it's not a local school. If they start 
questioning where you've come from, it'll be a mess." 

"Oh yeah." 

Sayu nodded, before making a pensive groan and 
flashing me a wry smile. 

"My school uniform isn't much help in these kinds of 
situations, huh." 

I shrugged in affirmation. 

To me, school uniforms seemed to serve as a kind of 
proof of identification, like a 'new driver' sticker on a car. 


They asked for understanding of one's status, as well as 


protection. For the holder, this kind of ID was a roundabout 
way of absolving themselves of responsibility. 

I remember thinking how annoying that was when I 
was in high school. However, these days I find it only 
natural that underage people should be legally protected 
from these dangers at the expense of a bit of their freedom. 

"So you mean you hate uniforms?" 

I had no idea why I asked her that. The words just 
spilled out of my mouth. 

It was probably because this exchange had reminded 
me how much I'd despised my uniform when I was a high 
schooler. 

Sayu blinked with surprise at my question, before 
immediately shaking her head. 

"Nope. I actually love them. After all, this is the only 
time I'll ever be able to wear one." 

To be honest, this wasn't the answer I was expecting. 

She was a young girl who'd abandoned her high school 
life to run away to a city hundreds of miles from her old 
school, all on her own. Although I didn't know why she'd 
done it, I'd ignorantly assumed that she held some 
resentment for her uniform, too. 

"I mean, it makes it easier to tell someone's status, 


doesn't it? If you see someone in a uniform, you can work 


out whether they're a middle schooler or a high schooler." 

"Well, that's true." 

Sayu snickered and began lightly pinching the hem of 
her skirt. 

"Middle school teachers are all pretty strict, so 
students all wear their skirts below their knees. Even the 
slightly rebellious ones only wear theirs a little above the 
knee, at the most." 

Sayu narrowed her eyes as she reeled off this 
information. 

"High school freshmen wear their skirts a little short, 
but second-years wear theirs crazy-short. And then there's 
third-years... They've settled down by that point, and they 
have entrance exams to focus on, so they go back to 
wearing their skirts at a normal length." 

I kept my eyes locked on Sayu as she happily continued 
with her monologue. 

Why would a kid like this, who seemed to enjoy talking 
about being a student this much, abandon it all to come all 
the way here? Sayu, who had no idea what I was 
contemplating, suddenly gazed up and looked at me. 

“High school girls' uniforms might all look the same, 
but they're actually completely different." 


“What do you mean? Like, their designs?" 


"No. Hmm, how can I put this?" 
Sayu rested her chin on her hand and let out a 


thoughtful groan. 





“Adults all wear suits, right? And they all wear them 
almost the same way." 

"Yeah, true. We have to wear them properly." 

"Right, right. But, with uniforms, they don't only differ 
depending on the school, but students also have their own 
way of styling them. Like..." 

Sayu trailed off before flashing me a wide grin. 

"You can kinda tell what kind of person someone is 
from the way they wear their uniform." 

Sayu said, looking to be enjoying herself immensely. 

To tell the truth, I had no idea what she was talking 
about, or why she found it so interesting in the first place. 

I just found Sayu's enthusiasm as she spoke about this 
subject slightly endearing. 

"Well, I guess nobody's gonna be like, ‘Oh, that's 
Yoshida from that specific IT company' when they see me 
wearing my suit." 

"Yeah! That's exactly my point!" 

Sayu nodded happily at my statement and smiled. 

Then, she exclaimed, "Oh!", as if she'd had a sudden 
realization. 

"Your beard! Your beard!" 

I furrowed my brow and cocked my head in confusion. 

“What about my beard?" 


"I just realized something. When you miss_ spots 
shaving, it's like a uniform." 

"Huh...?" 

I frowned in confusion, unable to understand what she 
was getting at. Sayu snickered in response, her shoulders 
bobbing with laughter. 

"When I look at you in a suit, Mr. Yoshida, all I see is 
some plain old pops in a suit." 

"No need to add 'pops' in there." 

“But when you miss some spots shaving, it's like, 'Oh, 
he's the kinda pops who can't shave his beard right!"" 

“What's that supposed to mean?" 

I expressed a bitter smile, to which Sayu murmured, 
"You still don't get it," before scratching the back of her 
neck. 

"I can get a slight impression of who you are from your 
beard, Mr. Yoshida. It's like how you can kind of imagine 
who a girl is based on her uniform." 

",.. Hmm, I don't really get it." 

I shook my head, and Sayu shrugged helplessly. Sayu 
seemed to be doubtful that further explanation would help 
get it through to me, but she took a deep breath, looked 
toward the floor, and continued to speak. 


"Well, anyway... I guess my uniform's a no-go, huh..." 


"Yeah... So..." 

"Okay then." 

Sayu stared straight at me, interrupting what I was 
about to say. 

"I'll give you something in return when I get my first 
paycheck, so... Could you buy me some clothes to go out 
in?" 

It felt like Sayu's words were making me stifle those 
that I was about to say a few seconds earlier. Instead, I let 
out a silent breath and lost track of the words I should have 
said. 

I was, frankly, surprised. 

"No?" 

I flapped my mouth open and shut in an attempt to 
speak, to which Sayu cocked her head as if to ask for 
confirmation. I frantically shook my head. 

"Uh, no... Of course it's fine. Of course." 

"What's got you tongue-tied?" 

"No, it's just..." 

This is the same Sayu who was so reserved when she 
first arrived that she wouldn't even rely on me for anything. 
Recently, she'd started letting me spoil her, which I thought 


was a positive improvement. 


It had just never occurred to me how pleased I'd be if I 
could get her to tell me when she needed something, like 
she was doing now. 

Feeling unable to hold back a smile, I clasped my hand 
against my face to hide my expression and gave a firm nod 
of my head. 

"I was just thinking how unusual it is for you to come 
out and ask something of me." 

Sayu averted her gaze upon hearing me say this, her 
face reddening slightly. 

"T just..." 

After a moment's hesitation, Sayu opened her mouth to 
speak once more. 

"You like it better this way, don't you, Mr. Yoshida?" 

This statement left me at a loss for words again. A 
breath naturally escaped from deep within my throat. 

"Huh?" 

Though I tried to fight it, I couldn't keep a smile from 
coming to my face. 

“You know me pretty well, I guess." 

Sayu gave me another goofy grin in response, adding a 
simple, "Well, yeah." 

Much as I'd come to understand Sayu little by little, 


she'd come to understand me as well. It's a simple thing, 


and yet, strangely enough, my heart swelled at the thought 
of it. 

"Okay, so why don't we go shopping now?" 

“Whuh, now?! So soon?" 

"If you wanna start working soon, you're gonna need 
those clothes. C'mon, let's hurry up and eat." 

"Uh, oh, okay...!" 

I glanced at Sayu out of the corner of my eye as she 
picked up her chopsticks again and felt a relaxed smile 
come to my face. 

And so, my life with the high school girl, Sayu, drifted 
on, changing little by little. 


Chapter 2: Senior 


"A middle school graduate! For real?" 

My senior's hand froze as she set a sandwich on the 
shelf, and she looked at me wide-eyed. 

"Yeah. For real." 

"A middle school graduate?! No way! Woah! That's 
killer! You're so killer, Sayu-chaso!" 

"Killer?" 

"I mean, I think that's pretty cool, working straight 
after graduating middle school. I can tell you've got spirit. 
Oh, after you move the old ones forward, put the newer 
ones in behind them, 'kay?" 

"Okay." 

Her name was Yuki Asami. She was my senior at the 
convenience store I'd started working at. 

She had blond hair and golden-brown skin. At first 
glance, I figured she went to a tanning salon. In contrast to 
this bold look, her makeup was very light, and her eyes 
were narrow and sharp, making her look very chic. 

Although I was overwhelmed by her appearance and 


attitude when we first met, she'd been very diligent in 


teaching me the job, and most importantly, she was easy to 
talk to. 

"Oh yeah, why so formal? That's mad funny. We're the 
same age, right?" 

"Well, yeah, but you've been working here longer than I 
have, Ms. Yuki." 

"Ain't no big deal. And just call me Asami!" 

"Uh, okay... Uh, sure." 

I gave Asami a sharp nod of the head, and the corners 
of her mouth turned up in a smile. Then, she went back to 
filling the shelf with sandwiches. 

"So, why didn't you go to high school? Was there 
something else you wanted to do?" 

"Uhh, no, umm... Just because?" 

"Just because, huh? Well, I guess that's a thing." 

Asami asked me a number of questions about myself as 
she continued to teach me the basics of the job. She asked 
them with a strange amount of fervor. It didn't seem like 
she was desperately curious about me, but it didn't seem 
like she was asking them simply to make conversation. It 
was as if she was interested, but didn't ask so much that I 
felt uncomfortable. 


The bit about only graduating middle school was a lie. 


It would be far too troublesome to explain to her that I 
was attending high school, but I stopped going and moved 
all the way here by myself. And besides, I was worried 
about the annoying Q&A session that would follow if I were 
to tell her the truth. However, as far as I could tell from the 
way Asami reacted to my declaration that I only graduated 
middle school—something that's considered an 
unbelievably risky choice in this day and age—she likely 
wouldn't have meddled in my situation much at all. 

"We follow the same rule for pretty much everything: 
move the old things forward, and put the new ones at the 
back. Simple as that. Well, we have to register the products 
as shelved before we put them out, but you can do them 
after you've learned some other tasks first, okey-dokey?" 

"Gotcha." 

This was the first time I ever heard a high school girl 
use the phrase ‘okey-dokey.' I couldn't help but smirk a 
little as I answered her, but she didn't seem to notice. 

Oh yeah. Asami told me she was seventeen as well. I 
could have guessed that from her appearance and the way 
she spoke, but she was the archetypal, fashion-obsessed, 
and outgoing teenage ‘gal.’ 


“Hey, Sayu-chaso. Whereabouts do you live?" 


That little '-chaso' she added to the end of my name 
made me feel like laughing. I wish she'd stop. 

"About a five-minute walk from here." 

"Oh, about the same as me! Maybe we live really close 
to each other." 

"My home's near the station." 

"Ah, you're the station-side type. I'm the other way." 

Asami scratched her head and gave a little sniff. 

"I'm about five minutes from here, heading away from 
the station. Oh, but that means I'm only ten minutes away 
from yours! That's mad funny that it's so close!" 

“Mad funny?" 

I gave a vague, leading response, sensing that the 
direction of the conversation was taking an uncomfortable 
turn. 

And sure enough, here came Asami's predictable line. 

"I'll come and hang out at your place sometime, Sayu- 
chaso!" 

Well, it was to be expected. 

She didn't ask if she could come. She just invited 
herself. This seemed like something she'd do. 

I immediately put on a harmless smile and waved my 


hand in front of my face. 


"Hmm, I dunno. I'm not sure what the person I live with 


would say about that." 





“Huh? The person you live with?" 

Asami's eyebrows perked up in surprise. 

“Doesn't sound like it's a family member. Do you mean 
you live with your boyfriend?" 

"No, it's not my boyfriend." 

"So you're saying this person isn't a family member, but 
not your boyfriend, either?" 

Somehow, her interrogation showed no signs of slowing 
down. 

I was struggling to come up with an answer when I 
suddenly remembered something a man who let me stay 
with him before had said. 

When you hide something, hide only the thing you most 
want to be kept hidden and be open with everything else. 
You have to focus on the most dangerous landmine, or else 
you'll set off the whole field, no matter how careful you are. 

That weirdo was good at keeping things on the down- 
low. He was shacking up with seven women at the same 
time, and none of them ever found out. His cellphone would 
ring countless times a day, and every call he got would be 
from a different woman. He'd tell them things like "I'm in 
love with you," and "You're the love of my life," over the 


phone, but when he put his hands on me, I noticed he'd 


only ever call me cute. I remember understanding that, 
naturally, he didn't need to waste those kinds of lies on me. 

"We're not blood-related, no. He's like a big brother, 
though. I've known him since I was little." 

"He's your brother, but not blood-related? Isn't that 
kinda weird?" 

"Not at all. He's very kind." 

"Maybe he's just pretending to be." 

Of course, I lied about knowing Mr. Yoshida since I was 
little. 

But if I'd told her he was related to me, that would've 
definitely been exposed eventually. 

“He doesn't assault you or anything, does he? Are you 
sure you're okay?" 

"I'm fine, I'm fine! He's never done anything like that!" 

Honestly, he'd kept such a distance that it infuriated 
me. 

What surprised me was how moral Asami was. To tell 
the truth, her appearance made her seem shameless, so 
her concern, in contrast, was a little surprising. It actually 
made me wonder if I could be the odd one for getting used 
to the idea of living with a man. 

“Real talk, Sayu-chaso. You're pretty cute, y'know? Any 


normal guy would be all horned up living with you. He's not 


family, after all." 

I thought so, too. 

“Nah, I'm not so sure. There really hasn't been any of 
that." 

"No, c'mon. He's just gotta be holding back. He's the 
type that'll spring on ya when you least expect it, for sure." 

For some reason, Asami had zero trust in Mr. Yoshida. 
She'd never even met him. Still, I knew very well what she 
was trying to tell me. I didn't think there's anything normal 
about the relationship we had, either. 

"Well, anyway, there's some stuff going on in my life, so 
he's letting me stay at his place." 

“Huh... And your folks haven't said anything?" 

Asami asked as she stocked rice balls on the shelf. It 
seemed like this had only just occurred to her. 

Hearing the word '‘folks' sent a momentary shock 
through me. 

"My parents are pretty live-and-let-live like that." 

I quickly put on a smile and nodded as I said this. 

I turned my face to Asami as I answered and locked 
eyes with her as she gave me a sidelong glance. 

The look in her eyes was no longer the indifferent gaze 
I'd seen before. Her eyes were somewhat piercing, as if 


she'd cottoned onto something deeper. 


Another shock ran through me. 

"Hmm, they're that sort, huh? Well, if that's the way 
they are, I guess they might be okay with you living with a 
stranger." 

Asami darted her eyes away from me and went back to 
work putting rice balls on the shelf. That brief, tense 
moment dissipated to make way for the more relaxed 
atmosphere that had been between us before. 

What was that look she'd just given me? 

I felt my heart beginning to race. 

"Well, either way, I'm still coming over, Sayu-chaso." 

Asami said bluntly, looking at me. 


"I'll make sure this brother of yours is on the up and 


up. 

"Uh, okay..." 

I hadn't asked her to do that. 

As wry as my smile was, Asami still seemed dead-set on 
visiting my place, and the force loaded in her words made it 
strangely hard to fight back. 

“Today's fine for me." 

"Huh?" 

"We finish work at the same time, don't we? It's 
perfect." 

"Huh? Today?" 


A cold sweat suddenly started to pour out of me. Today 
was way too soon. 

"Is your brother a working adult? Or is he a NEET or 
something?" 

Were those the only two options? They were at opposite 
ends of a spectrum. 

"He works. Really hard, actually." 

"So he's the kind that's not there when you get home?" 

“That's him, yeah." 

“We can wait for him to come home, then." 

Why was she the one making all the plans here? Why 
couldn't she say "Can I come over," or, "Can we wait for 
him?" I had some comebacks prepared for her inside my 
head, but I felt too flustered to voice them. 

How was I going to explain this to Mr. Yoshida? 

To be honest, I wanted to say no, but considering the 
way the conversation had played out, it would feel awkward 
to refuse her suggestion. She'd interpret it as an admission 
that there was something dirty going on between me and 
Mr. Yoshida, and that I couldn't tell anyone about it. No... If 
we did have that kind of relationship, I honestly wouldn't 
mind at all. I would have simply told her to keep her nose 
out of it. However, Mr. Yoshida and I were maintaining a 


respectable relationship, and although she was nothing 


more than my senior at a part-time job, it would pain me to 
demean Mr. Yoshida by letting her think otherwise. 

With a little hesitation, I made my choice. 

"Well, I guess you can come." 

What a halfhearted response. 

Asami nodded in acknowledgement, then gave me a 
thumbs-up. 

“Leave it to me!" 

What was I meant to leave to her? 

With a wry grin, I gave her a noncommittal nod. 

Our shifts ended at 6pm. Mr. Yoshida usually came 
home at around 8pm. 

I would have to send him a message as soon as I 
finished work. 

I found myself thinking how fortunate it was that Mr. 


Yoshida bought me a smartphone. 


Chapter 3: Floozy 


"Argh!" 

I received a rare series of messages from Sayu during 
my work shift, and upon checking to see what it was about, 
the details left me frowning. 

“Um, my senior at work is going to come to our place." 

"I'm really sorry I couldn't refuse." 

"She'll probably still be there when you get back, Mr. 
Yoshida." 

"Oh, my senior's a girl." 

I let out a sigh. 

No, I didn't mind her having someone over. I was glad 
that she made a friend she got along with. However, how 
was I going to explain the relationship between Sayu and 
me to her? 

As I fret over this turn of events, an additional message 
comes in. 

"I explained to her that we're not blood-related, but 
you're like a big brother who's looked after me since I was 
little." 

"A big brother who looks after you, huh." 


I muttered silently to myself, smiling bitterly. 


She may have always been calling me '‘pops' this or 
‘pops' that, but on this occasion, she had come up with a 
convincing lie. Of course, if she ever were to introduce me 
as her actual 'brother,' I'd have to give a fake name and all 
that stuff, which would be challenging. It was fortunate 
that she'd portrayed me as somebody from. the 
neighborhood she's been close to since childhood instead. 

In any event, she said she couldn't refuse her senior's 
visit, so there must be some reason why. And it's not as if 
there's something she'll see at home that will cause 
trouble. 

"Got it." 

I sent her a brief reply, then placed my phone on the 
desk. I looked up at the computer I should have been 
focusing on and realized that Mishima Yuzuha, my 
subordinate, was standing right next to me. Noticing 
someone in my field of view all of a sudden made me jolt 
my shoulders in surprise. 

“Whoa, you scared me! Say something first next time!" 

"You've got tunnel vision, don't you, Yoshida-sempai?" 

Mishima gave a wry grin with this response, and 
Hashimoto, seated next to me, snorted audibly. 


“Got a message? Who from?" 


"That's not really any of your business. Anyway, do you 
need something?" 

She looked dissatisfied with my answer for a moment, 
but soon let out a small sigh and pointed to my work PC. 

"I've uploaded the data you asked for to the server. 
Please take a look at it." 

"Oh, you're pretty early today. Okay, I'll get that done." 

“Much appreciated!" 

I nodded and looked at Mishima. I tilted my head to 
encourage her to continue, and was met with a blank look. 
Mishima tilted her head in confusion, too. 

"Yes?" 

"Uh, is that all?" 

"Yes, that's all." 

I let out a deep groan. 

"Just email me about things like this. Don't waste time 
coming over here every time." 

"Uh, really? But it seems kinda dumb to message you 
when you're only a ten-second walk away from me, doesn't 
leas 

"A message is more concrete, sO we can sort out any 
issues that come up." 


Mishima's brow furrowed at my words. 


"What do you mean? You make it sound like you're 
expecting there to be issues." 

"This is you we're talking about. Aren't there always?" 

I decided to elaborate on that point. 

“Problems occur when you least expect them. So if you 
leave a message telling me you've uploaded the data to the 
server, the fact that you've uploaded is now set. Even if the 
data gets lost, you won't be at fault." 

My explanation made Mishima's mouth and eyes open 
wide, and a listless exclamation of awe escaped her lips. 

"So you gave me that advice for my own benefit?" 

"It doesn't just apply to you. I'm saying we should all 
take measures to make sure we don't get held responsible 
for mistakes that aren't ours." 

"I love it when you go out of your way to teach me 
things like this, Yoshida-sempai!" 

Having heard this declaration, Hashimoto, who'd been 
working in silence, sputtered into laughter. 

"She said she loves you, Yoshida." 

"Shut up! I just want to get her out of my hair." 

“Wow, you're so mean! I wouldn't want to work under 
anyone but you, Yoshida-sempai!" 

"You'll never actually work, no matter who you're 


under." 


Mishima laughed off my comment, but Hashimoto 
muttered under his breath, "I mean, she's been working a 
lot harder lately." 

He certainly wasn't wrong. I could tell that she was 
much more accurate in her work than she had been in the 
past. Still, just seeing the sluggish pace at which she 
worked still never failed to make me feel antsy. 

Completely oblivious to my feelings, she puffed out her 
chest with pride, and the corners of her mouth turned up 
into a smile. 

“That's because I can do anything I put my mind to." 

"Oh, really... Then why don't you hurry back to your 
desk and start setting your mind to some work? You can 
start by typing up that email." 

“Roger that!" 

Mishima gave an overexaggerated salute and headed 
back to her seat. I kept my eye on her until she sat back 
down, let out a sigh, then turned back to my own PC. 

"Don't you think you're being a little too attentive to 
her, Yoshida?" 
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The sudden question from Hashimoto made me shift my 
eyes toward him, but he never once looked away from his 
PC as he continued to speak. 

“Those kinda people usually need to learn their lessons 
the hard way." 

"Yeah, I kinda think so, too, but..." 

“Then why not just leave her be?" 

Hashimoto stopped typing and side-eyed me. 

"Seems to me like you're trying to help her out before 
she has a chance to learn those lessons." 

"Not at all." 

"I don't have a clue what you're thinking, but that's just 
how it looks to me." 

Hashimoto, having said all he wanted to say, went back 
to staring at his monitor and started noisily clacking away 
at his keyboard again. 

"I teach her what I can. What's so wrong about that...?" 

I asked quietly before getting back to my own typing. 

If Hashimoto had heard the question, he wasn't saying 


anything to show it. 


"Argh, he's a boomer!" 
The blond gal exclaimed, pointing at me. She was a 


rude one, no doubt about that. 


At a loss for words, I shot a glance at Sayu, who was 
shrugging her shoulders. She gave me a subtle, apologetic 
nod from outside of the rude girl's eyeline. 

"Oh, but now I'm taking a closer look, he's actually 
kinda cute... He's...just got that boomer vibe. He's got such 
a nice face, though. What a waste. Oh, I'm Asami, by the 
way. No need for formalities or anything. Nice to meetcha!" 

"Uh, hey." 

She shot a hand out to greet me, so I gave a small nod 
and took her hand in mine. The moment I did this, the girl, 
or rather, Asami, gave me a wide-eyed glare. 

“Whoa! Mr. Yoshida, your hands are friggin' huge!" 

"Uh, really?" 

“Whoa-whoa, that's mad funny. Look Sayu-chaso, 
they're massive. I'm losing it!" 

She lined the palm of her hand up with mine, wild with 
giddiness. She turned back to Sayu, repeatedly exclaiming, 
“They're so huge!" 

A silent smile drifted onto her face, and then she 
opened her mouth to speak. 

"Yeah, super funny..." 

Oh. She looked completely resigned to the situation. 
She wasn't finding a single bit of this funny. 


Asami, however, was completely oblivious to Sayu's 
reaction and continued yammering on about the size of my 
hand, before finally appearing to recall something and 
staring right at my face. 

"Wh-... What...?" 

"Yep! He seems like a nice guy! He gets an okay from 
me!" 

She seemed to have granted me sort of permission, 
although I wasn't entirely sure what it was for. 

Asami nodded emphatically, then shuffled back into the 
living room. 

"I mean, I was just worried because Sayu-chaso told me 
she was shacking up with some guy she's not even related 
to. And she's not even dating him? I was like, uhh, what's 
up with that? He's not your family, and he's not your man, 
so that's kinda sus?" 

"Sus?" 

I was a little too old to know what 'sus' meant. I could 
only infer its meaning from the context. 

Sayu, who was also listening to Asami talk, had a 
dubious smile on her face; I couldn't tell whether she was 
amused or troubled. 

“But now that I've seen ya, I can tell you're harmless, 


pops, so you're fine with me. Oh, I meant bro, not pops! My 


bad!" 
After she'd finished her rapid-fire chatter, she patted 
my bed, as if she'd suddenly recalled something, and spoke. 
“Well, wanna come sit with us, Mr. Yoshida?" 


It was my house, dummy. 


Sayu's senior seemed to pack a punch. 

“Yum! What the heck? This tastes crazy-good! D'you get 
to eat this every day, Yoshida-cchi? You must be the 
happiest man alive, right? This is wild!" 

More of her rapid-fire chatter flew our way. 

From the moment I got back from work, Asami had 
made herself right at home in our living room, where she 
inundated me with questions about Sayu and myself while 
Sayu cooked dinner. 

To tell the truth, I wasn't very good at lying. Keeping up 
the facade of Sayu and myself being neighborhood friends 
since she was little was dragging me down, and simply put, 
it was pretty stressful to keep up with the level of energy 
Asami put into the conversation. 

Sayu remained cleverly discreet as she made dinner for 
the three of us, and now, we had gathered around to eat it. 
Honestly, the room felt packed with three people in it. 


When I moved in, I only ever imagined living alone. It was 


fine for one person, but with two—or rather, three—people 
filling the space, it quickly started to feel far too small. 

As if she could read my mind, Asami came out with a 
carefree remark. 

"Y'know, your place is stupid-small, Yoshida-cchi." 

“Well, whenever you feel like going home, it'll start to 
feel less crowded." 

"Gotta eat first." 

“Then eat and go home." 

Asami cackled, then took a bite of the stir-fried 
vegetables Sayu had made. She appeared to enjoy the food 
she was chewing. 

“But I really like how stupid-small this place feels." 

"Stop calling it 'stupid-small'." 

“But my place is so much bigger! Too big, actually." 

"Is that a brag...?" 

I smiled bitterly and filled my mouth with white rice, 
and at roughly the same time, Asami's face started to look 
forlorn. 

"I'm not bragging about it." 

She was still smiling, but the glint in her eyes had 
faded somewhat. Crap, I thought to myself. It seemed like 


I'd touched on a sensitive subject. This was the first time 


I'd met her; I didn't have the guts to broach a subject she 
didn't want to talk about. 

"So you live nearby?" 

I did my best to steer clear of the topic. 

Asami's expression suddenly brightened up again, and 
she nodded enthusiastically. 

"Yeah, yeah! It only takes about ten minutes to walk 
from here. Crazy, huh?" 

"It's not that crazy." 

Sayu, who'd been silently listening to our conversation, 
suddenly burst out with laughter. I looked in her direction, 
wondering what had come over her all of a sudden, to find 
her shoulders still bobbing with laughter as she looked 
back and forth between Asami and myself. 

"You two might have only just met, but you get along 
pretty well." 

“Huh, really?" 

"Well, Yoshida-cchi and I are already soulmates, kinda." 

Did she even know what the word ‘soulmate’ meant? 
Nah, she couldn't have. 

I smiled helplessly at  Asami's __ all-too-chipper 
declaration, and Sayu tittered with more laughter. Sayu 
seemed nervous about Asami when I first got home, but I 


felt like her nerves were gradually easing. 


"Oh yeah, about today's miso soup..." 

At the exact moment that Sayu started talking, her 
smartphone, which was on the desk, began vibrating 
violently. The noise resonated throughout the whole house 
and made us all jump. 

“That shook the crap outta me!" 

That was, of course, Asami. 

It sounded like someone was calling her. Sayu checked 
to see who was calling, and she started looking a little 
tense. 

"It's our manager. But why?" 

“Ohh, our manager. Probably calling about your shift." 

"Sorry, I gotta take this." 

With her phone in hand, Sayu rushed to the entryway, 
put on her shoes, and stepped out of the room. It wasn't as 
if it was anything private, so she could've taken the call 
inside, but she seemed like she was extra careful with 
these things. 

And so, I was left alone with Asami. 

It would be no exaggeration to say that the 
conversation we had while Sayu was cooking was just 
between the two of us, but being ‘essentially' alone and 


‘actually’ alone felt like two different things altogether. I 


asked Asami how old she was, and she said she was 
seventeen, the same age as Sayu. 

I'd felt the same way when I first met Sayu, but being 
alone with a high school girl I'd only just met reeked of bad 
news from a social standpoint, and before I knew it, an 
uncomfortable sweat was running down my back. 

“The manager likes to talk on the phone for a stupid- 
long time. She might be gone for a while." 

Asami informed me before taking a bite of white rice. 

“He doesn't just talk about work?" 

"Mm-mm." 

Asami, who was chewing, held her palm up toward me 
in response to my question. This gesture must be a way to 
tell me to wait, as she was still chewing. Mishima came to 
mind. Hey, did you see that, Mishima? Even high school 
girls didn't talk with their mouths full. 

She swallowed the bite down with a big gulp, then 
opened her mouth to speak. 

“Our manager's the type who always feels lonely. He'll 
call about work at first, then outta nowhere, he'll just start 
chit-chatting. He never shuts up. I keep telling him, but he 
never stops. It's so tiresome." 

Something about the way she called it ‘tiresome’ felt 


off. It's not that she was using the word incorrectly; it was 


just so inconsistent with her way of speaking that it left 
quite an impact. 

"You say that, but it sounds like you always give him 
your time. That's pretty kind, isn't it?" 

“Cause it's just kinda sad. It just reminds me how I 
never wanna grow up to be that kind of lonely adult." 

I found this comment pretty harsh. 

A lonely adult. I couldn't help but think that I would fall 
into that category as well. 

"Anyway, enough of that." 

Asami suddenly narrowed her eyes at me in a teasing 
manner and began to speak. 

"IT wanna know what kinda relationship you have with 
Sayu-chaso." 

I tilted my head at the question. Hadn't she already 
gone over all of this earlier while Sayu was making dinner 
for us? 

"I told you before. We grew up in the same 
neighborhood..." 

"Yeah, yeah. Sure you did. Enough with all that." 

She interrupted my answer with a dismissive wave of 
her hand. 

"You're so crap at lying, Yoshida-cchi. I know you two 


are making all of that stuff up." 


",..You're kidding." 

As shaky as my explanation had been, she'd kept 
interjecting with amused exclamations, such as "Wow!" and 
“That's mad funny!" I was certain that she'd bought it. 

"I mean, I saw your eyes when you were talking about 
you and Sayu-chaso back in the day. They were darting 
around so much that they were basically bouncing off the 
walls. It was crazy. Like, what, were they trying to set a 
world record for the high jump?" 

She cackled to herself as she rambled on and on. 

I couldn't help but smirk when she started talking 
about world records. She had a unique way with words that 
I found amusing. Despite this light-hearted thought, I was 
still panicking at the same time. 

She knew I was lying. But how was I supposed to 
explain it now? I had no idea how to cover it up. I couldn't 
just tell her the truth and air all of Sayu's secrets without 
her consent, either. 

"Hey, your eyes are darting around again." 

Asami said, grinning smugly. 

“C'mooon, just tell me the truuuth!" 

Cold sweat wouldn't stop pouring out of me. 

Still, I couldn't just stay silent. 


",..Sayu and I, we..." 


I swallowed hard to cover up my nervousness. 

Sayu's smile came to my mind. It was that relaxed, 
unstrained smile. What kind of face would Sayu make then 
if I told Asami the whole story? 

Suddenly, my panic subsided, and I calmed down. 

",..What Sayu told you was a fact." 

Asami raised her eyebrows in surprise. 

"A fact? What do you mean by that?" 

She'd latched onto the words ‘a fact. ' 

However, she wasn't asking for its literal meaning; she 
was asking what I meant by it. 

I scratched my head, although it wasn't even itchy, and 
continued to speak. 

"Politicians sometimes say stuff like this." 

"What?" 

"Like the phrase, 'I have no recollection'." 

Asami smiled helplessly at my words. 

"What're you even talking about now? Are we still on 
topic?" 

"No, wait, hear me out. When they say that, do you 
really think they don't remember?" 

Asami spends little to no time pondering on the 


question before shaking her head. 


"No way. No politician would forget something they'd 
said themselves." 

"Right? But if the person themselves assures you of 
that, you can't question it." 

At that, Asami gave a number of small nods, seemingly 
having understood. 

"I see. In other words, they mean ‘let's leave it at that,’ 
yeah." 

I didn't reply but instead silently gave my affirmation. 

The one who lied to Asami was Sayu, not me. It would 
be wrong for me to divulge Sayu's secrets of my own 
accord; rather, it wouldn't be right. 

“But that's kinda the same as admitting to lying." 

Asami narrowed her eyes slightly, shooting me a 
piercing look. She seemed to be testing me somehow, but I 
still wasn't going to change my mind. 

"I'm not clever enough to cover up something that's 
been exposed and then go on lying about it. And besides..." 

I cut my sentence short there and took a deep breath 
in. As the breath filled my lungs, I felt as if I realized 
exactly what I should say next. 

I had the sudden urge to smoke a cigarette. 

",.... don't think it's right for me to tell you what she's 


trying to cover up." 


I stopped there, then took the last bite of white rice 
that I'd left in my bowl. I looked at Asami, having noticed 
she hadn't said anything back, and found her staring at me 
blankly, her mouth agape. 

"What?" 

I put on a puzzled expression, and with a sharp gasp, 
Asami put a hand over her mouth, as if suddenly 
remembering there was something stuck to it. Then, she 
broke out into a broad smile. 

“Haha, seriously, you're a really good dude. You had me 
shook!" 

“Huh? A good dude?" 

I asked back, and Asami gave a small nod in response 
before looking down at the desk. 

“People don't usually think about what's right or wrong. 
They think about what they want or don't want to do. That's 
just the way people are." 

"I am thinking about what I do and don't wanna do." 

This statement made Asami look up again, and she 
locked her gaze right onto mine. I could sense she was 
wondering what I meant by that. Her eyes gave a lot away. 

I let out a small breath, then carried on speaking. 


It was simple. 


"I don't want to do something that isn't right. That's 
all." 

Asami's eyes widened. 

Then, she burst out with laughter. 

"Hey, whoa! Did I say something funny?" 

“Ahaha, no, it's just..." 

Asami's belly laugh was so big that it made her 
shoulders bounce up and down. She looked up, covered her 
mouth with a hand, and spoke. 

"It's just so friggin' funny how your eyes didn't dart 
around at all when you said that!" 

"What's so funny about it?" 

"There are lots of people who are putting on an act 
when they say things like that, but most of them won't look 
you in the eye when they do it. It's like they've stolen a few 
good lines from someone else. It's super funny to watch 
people do that, but you, Yoshida-cchi..." 

She trailed off, and her smile disappeared from her 
face. 

",... could tell you were speaking from the heart just 
now. I'm quite surprised." 

She didn't say 'shook' this time. 

I gave a wry smile and parroted her words back to her. 


"Quite surprised?" 


"Oh yeah. I was shook! I meant shook!" 

Asami corrected herself, shrugging her shoulders as if 
she were startled. She then continued speaking to distract 
from her slip-up. 

"You're such a good guy, you got me shook, Yoshida- 
cchi." 

"I don't think that's the case." 

"It is. Sayu-chaso's super-lucky." 

Asami commented, before looking back down at the 
desk. A tinge of gloominess appeared in her eyes again, 
causing me to instinctively look away. 

“We can choose who we get involved with, but not who 
we happen to meet." 

Asami said in a hushed tone. 

I wanted to poke fun at her for dropping her slang 
again, but I held back. 

"That's why I think she's really lucky—she got to meet 
someone nice who she wants to stay so involved with." 

In the beginning, when Sayu first brought Asami here, I 
couldn't help but wonder why she'd felt comfortable 
enough to bring this senior coworker home with her. 
However, the far-off look that came across Asami's face 
every now and then did bear a slight resemblance to 


Sayu's. 


I scratched the back of my neck, speaking without 
much thought. 

"Everyone meets someone like that at some point. If 
you haven't yet, then you will in the future." 

“What do you mean? I'm not looking for anything like 
that. You're so friggin’ funny." 

I noticed that she'd slipped back into her slang. 

"Hey, don't you ever get tired of talking like that?" 

“Huh? What's tiring about it? It's just the way I talk." 

"So when you talk normally, that's deliberate?" 

Asami made her 'oh crap' face in response to my call- 
out. I couldn't stop myself from laughing. 

“What's so funny?! You're crazy-annoying!" 

"Nothing. It's just, your eyes just say a lot more than 
your mouth ever could." 

“Huh? What?" 

Asami's eyes darted around the room, and my 
shoulders bobbed with laughter. I pointed at her and 
launched another verbal attack. 

“Whose eyes are beating the world record for high 
jump now?" 

She blushed in obvious embarrassment, then smacked 
me full-force on the shoulder. 

"Ouch! That hurt!" 


"Stupid! You're such a dick!" 

Asami was still slapping me on the shoulder when the 
door to the entryway swung open. 

"Sorry about that. Our manager likes to talk... Uh, 
what's wrong?" 

Sayu, who'd just come back into the room, eyed me and 
Asami suspiciously. 

The look on Asami's face suddenly changed completely. 
She got to her feet and sidled up to Sayu. 

"Sayu-chaso, Yoshida-cchi's bullying me! He's just a 
shitty old boomer!" 

"Hey!" 

Sayu eyed us in turn, then smiled bitterly. 

“You two seem to be getting along again." 

“Does it look like we're getting along?" 

Sayu gave a dismissive 'yep' and walked Asami, who'd 
been nestling up to her, back to her seat. Then, she looked 
at me. 

"You two don't seem so nervous around each other 
anymore, do you?" 

I shrugged my shoulders at her and said nothing. 

Sayu seemed pretty adept at reading the room and 


interpreting other people's expressions. There would be no 


use in lying to her; I didn't feel much like lying at this point, 
anyhow. 

A glance at the clock showed that it was already past 
10pm. 

If I didn't send this high school girl home soon, I'd be in 
trouble. 

“Hey, hurry up and eat your dinner. You've gotta head 
home. I'll walk ya there." 

"Uh, there's no need for that. It's just a ten-minute 
walk." 

"If you're caught walking alone at this hour, you'll get 
taken into custody, dumbass." 

Asami cackled and waved her hand in response. 

“The popo don't patrol this area. Don't worry." 

The 'popo'? 

That choice of slang was so outdated that it left me 
speechless. 

"Besides, if they saw you walking a schoolgirl around at 
this time of night, you'd be the one they'd take in for 
questioning, Yoshida-cchi!" 

I spent a moment imagining the police hauling me in 
for questioning, and it sent a shudder down my spine. Still, 
the thought of sending her off on her own only for her to 


run into some suspicious person also made me feel uneasy. 


"Either way, I'm still not comfortable letting you go 
alone. I'll walk you." 

Asami snorted at my insistence. 

“You shoulda just said so in the first place. Mad funny!" 

Who did she think she was, acting so high-and-mighty? 

"Let him walk you. It'd be awful if something bad 
happened to you on the way home." 

Asami nodded a few times in response to Sayu's 
statement. 

"Sayu-chaso agrees with you, so who am I to argue? I'll 
let you walk me back." 

“Where do you get off talking like that...?" 

I gave her a wry smile, but the truth was, I didn't 
actually dislike the way Asami spoke. It was casual, and 
talking to her felt like cracking jokes with one of the guys. 

"But if you get questioned, that's not my fault, Yoshida- 
cchi. If you're okay with that, then go off, king." 

"Fine, fine. Just eat up." 

Asami let out a big laugh, although I wasn't so sure 
what the joke was, and then got to work finishing off her 
meal. 

My eyes drifted from Asami to Sayu, and we locked 
gazes with each another. She stared at me for a moment. 

"What?" 


"You're smiling about something, Mr. Yoshida." 

"No, I'm not!" 

I snapped back, making Sayu snicker. Then, she went 
back to eating her own meal. 

I'd originally thought that Sayu had just brought home 
some rude gal, but to my surprise, I found myself thinking 
they made a good pair. 

I was really glad that Sayu had got to leave the insular 
space that she'd been keeping herself in for so long and 
had made a new friend. 

I hoped that these new experiences would eventually 
help her make peace with the past so she could deal with 
things properly. 

“Thanks for the meal." 

I finished my dinner before them and hurried off to the 
balcony. I had a strangely stronger urge to smoke than 
usual. It wasn't because of stress, however; I was simply 
craving the sense of calm that I got from smoking tobacco. 

I got the urge to smoke whenever I was happy, as well 
as when I was frustrated. That's what made it so 


troublesome. 


"Here's fine." 


I made friendly conversation with Asami as I walked 
her home. We'd only been walking for about eight minutes 
when she said this. 

"T'll take you back to your house." 

"No, it's fine. I'd rather you didn't see it anyway." 

These words implied a clear rejection. I knew she 
wasn't just saying this to be polite, so I didn't push it any 
further. 

"Okay. Well, you might only be two minutes away from 
home, but you still need to be careful." 

"You're worrying too much. That's so friggin' funny." 

Asami giggled and waved at me. 

"See ya, then. I know it's a bit late to say this, but I'm 
sorry for turning up uninvited." 

"It didn't bother me. Aside from the fact that my place 
is a little too small, you weren't that much trouble." 

That was a lie. I'd felt very anxious about having a 
visitor on my way back from work. 

"I think you've got a pretty nice place, though. I kinda 
like how cramped it is, too." 

Asami said with a shrug. She may have been acting 
playful, but her eyes still looked somewhat gloomy. 

I didn't know what intrigued her so much about small 


homes, but the look in her eyes wasn't pleasant to look at. 


"If you liked it that much, you should stop some other 
time." 

I said, and Asami's eyes opened wide with excitement. 

"What, for real?" 

“Be good to Sayu, won't you?" 

Asami broke into a broad smile and pointed at me. 

“What are you, her dad? That's so friggin’ funny." 

"I'm her guardian." 

Asami nodded her head up and down at my response, 
then let out a sigh. 

"Her guardian, huh? Sounds good to me. I'd love to 
come again, as long as you're okay with it." 

Asami laughed before lifting up one of her hands to 
wave me goodbye and turning her back to me. 

I raised a hand as well, nodded, and watched her 
briskly walk off. 

As she was walking along, she suddenly looked back, 
and then walked back over to me. 

"Since you're her guardian, I wanna give you some, 
like, advice..." 

Asami pointed at her face with her index finger. 

"Sayu-chaso is a total pro when it comes to using the 
right smile at the right time, so you gotta watch out for 


that." 


She didn't wait for a reply; as soon as she said her 
piece, she turned back and walked away. 

I silently watched her take off. She took a left turn a 
few intersections further down, and that was when I lost 
sight of her. 

“Using the right smile at the right time..." 

Sayu's smiles came to mind. 

Her carefree, smiling face. 

Her forced smile. 

And then, her smile that made it seem like she was 
hiding something. 

What if she'd been putting on all those faces on 
purpose? 

Asami's words—you gotta watch out for that—replayed 
in my mind. 

“What does she mean, I gotta watch for that?" 

What did I have to watch out for, and how? 

I let out a single sigh, then began making my way back 


home. 
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